Purpose -The purpose of this paper is to discuss the issue of pertinence when using search databases. Design/methodology/approach -Several information systems are evaluated to show how user preferences are accommodated. Findings -The paper shows that the word "relevance" is the preferred term to "pertinence" when using English language databases. Originality/value -Shows the importance in the choice of various search systems. Keywords Information searches, Information retrieval, Databases
Relevance of the retrieved documents or document surrogates has been the central (and most controversial) issue of information science research. Improving relevance has been the driving force of search program developments. Relevance is meant to be an objective criterion to measure the extent of relatedness of the items presented in search results to the query submitted to the retrieval system. In the first 30 years of computerised information retrieval systems, librarians and information professionals were the direct users, who selected the databases to be searched and the search terms, then formulated the queries based on interacting with the retrieval system, using the thesaurus and the various authority files of the databases, sampled results to pick up synonyms and alternative terms, then refined, reformulated and resubmitted the query.
In the past ten years database searching has been gradually taken over by end-users, and for most of them the direct utility, usefulness and applicability (the pertinence) of a few results is much more important than their objective relevance (topicality). Most end-users never work through the series of query formulation and reformulation steps. They type in one or two words and hope (often expect) that the retrieval system will retrieve the ten items from a relatively small database of half a million records, or from the much larger, multidisciplinary databases of 15-30 million records, which are the most pertinent, i.e. the most closely related to what they want to find (not necessarily to what they express as their information need). This is a very tall order even for the best information retrieval systems.
The literature about relevance Many of the most respected information scientists have contributed to the vast literature about relevance in information retrieval. There are excellent reviews about the relevance-related literature, enhanced by the reviewers' own opinions, definitions and arguments. Saracevic (1975) very well classified and reviewed the pre-1975 literature on the subject (and kept publishing on the topic), while Schamber (1994) analysed and summarised the research primarily for the 1984-1993 time frame. The decades between 1975-1984 and 1995-2004 also had many relevant papers about relevance, and many of them are included in the bibliography in a recent substantial article by Borlund (2003) . Although the word "pertinence" rarely appeared prominently in articles (Kemp, 1974 , Schamber et al., 1990 , Howard, 1994 , in the past decade, objective relevance and subjective relevance have been more emphatically distinguished under different terms for practical evaluation purposes.
This probably happened because of the sudden dominance of direct end-user searching over mediated searching fuelled by the instant, and (from the end-users' perspective) free access to not only the databases of web-wide search engines, but also to many scholarly and professional databases to which libraries subscribed. This sea change has required closer attention to what satisfies the end-users, who are typically untrained in the sophisticated ways of efficient searching.
It is an understatement to say that there is no consensus even in the meaning and definition of relevance, let alone in measuring the effectiveness of ranking results by their objective relevance. In the special issue of the Journal of the American Society for Information Science, Froehlich (1994) , in his editorial role, highlights the most common themes and provides an informative synthesis.
Relevance ranking in practice
In the previous installment of Savvy Searching (Jacso, 2005 ) I illustrated the lack or minimal level of consensus among retrieval programs in determining the relevance rank, and ordering the display of results from different implementations of the identical (or almost identical) MEDLINE file which retrieved the same 31 records using the simple query "scientometric or scientometrics" and employing the appropriate syntax or menu option. EBSCO retrieved 32 records, the extra one (oddly ranked as the most relevant) being an article which was picked up because of the word "scientometric" in the author affiliation field. Although I excluded it from the comparison, I did not change the rank order number of the other 31 items, which is why the rank order numbers range from 2 to 32 in EBSCO.
The lack of consensus is quite apparent from the chart. The minor differences are not significant, but the major ones definitely are. Many users go no further then the 10 top-ranked records (often the default item/screen value), and thus users of the EBSCO version of MEDLINE have a very different impression from those using OCLC. Moreover, these widely scattered rank positions question the validity of presumably objective relevance ranking based on the topicality of the documents (or their surrogate MEDLINE records) determined, among other factors, by frequency of matching terms and their position in the records (in title, abstract, cited references, etc.).
A simpler version of Figure 1 was shown in the previous Savvy Searching column, but without the two right-most columns (publication year and the language of the source documents) for a good reason.
Pertinence (subjective relevance)
The language and type of documents are subjective criteria, which are not related to the topicality or (objective) relevance of the content. However, in the eye of the end-user these are critical traits. The results of the above test search perfectly illustrate that subjective traits can be as important as objective ones. I am the most comfortable with Hungarian language materials but can read articles in English, Italian, German and Spanish. So, from my perspective, of the 31 items deemed relevant to the subject (to a different extent) more than half are also potentially pertinent (depending on other subjective factors). Most of my Japanese colleagues interested in the subject are likely Pertinence in the eye of the user to find the ten English and two Chinese language documents potentially pertinent. For my colleagues in Central and South America and Spain, this figure is likely to be 14-15 (depending whether they can read Italian in addition to Spanish and English). At the other end of the spectrum, for a monolingual (if there is such) French information scientist, none of the results may be pertinent, and this person would be better off (from this perspective) searching the PASCAL database, which has information about more than 100 French articles on relevance in information retrieval. However, it may not be a panacea -more about this a little later.
The issue of pertinence has many other shades which were well summarised by pioneers of the information industry (Cuadra and Katter, 1967) who compiled an inventory of nearly 40 variables which influence the perceptions of end users about the results, including their instant utility. One of them is certainly the age of the document. While the almost 40-year-old article is still pertinent today, this may not be the case for the Ukrainian, Bulgarian and one of the Russian articles (Items 14, 15 and 16) in the test results from 1978, 1984 and 1977 respectively, even for those who are fluent in these languages.
The type, genre and length of documents may render the topically relevant documents less than pertinent. For researchers looking for an in-depth treatise of scientometrics in general or a specific scientometric excercise, the relatively new but under two-page article (Item 19) is unlikely to be pertinent even for a native Hungarian speaker. Geographic focus of an article (like Item 19) may make the same article particularly pertinent for one user, but not for another. The same is true for a letter to the editor or for that matter a relatively short and somewhat light-hearted column like this one. While this last trait is not easy to define, and is typically not a distinct metadata element, all the others mentioned above are, and they could be put to much better use by the software in order to make it easy for the users to restrict easily the relevant result set to a pertinent one. For a model, we just need to look at the state of the art search software developed for finding the most pertinent airfare and schedule combinations.
A priori commitment versus a posteriori filtering Several information systems try to accommodate user preferences in formulating queries, not only for the topical, subject aspects, but also for the pertinence criteria discussed above, offering checkboxes and pull down menus to specify language(s), document types, time period, etc. But these options are mostly on the advanced search template, and few end-users go there. Even if they do, or if some of the limiting criteria appear also on the basic template, end-users are rarely inclined to activate them because they do not want (and can hardly be expected) to make commitments prior to seeing what their topical search without any limitation would bring up.
There is a good analogy for this in making airline reservations. The best systems, such as the pioneering SideStep software or the very similar new FareChaser of Yahoo!, offer the perfect compromise. After requiring the minimally needed information, such as day of departure and return, and destination, they show the users a list with hundreds of options and at the same time cluster the results by many criteria and some of their combinations. All entries are relevant in the result list, the flights depart and return to and from the destinations as specified, but few are pertinent for the users depending on their preferences.
Instead of specifying preferences a priori (including time of day or impossible choices for this route, such as non-stop flights, or Thai Airways as a carrier) the user can assess from this result display format the situation and whittle down the result set to a small manageable set reflecting personal preferences for airline, time of departure and return, number of stops, by clicking on the check boxes of preferred cluster sub-groups. One's preference for flying Lufthansa or Air France quickly disappears upon seeing their price tag, and Korean Airlines immediately seems to be candidate for the most preferred airline in this example. The same is true for the theoretical preference of leaving between 5 p.m. and 9 p.m. -unless one is on a generous expense account. If none of the alternatives is attractive, users can simply change the day of departure and/or return and find less expensive options on China Airlines and American Airlines (see Figure 2 ).
An analogous model could be implemented for document retrieval systems just by substituting the criteria-set. Days of departure would be replaced by start and end year, airlines by document type, stops by language, etc. One criterion missing is total duration time (as an airport layover of 8-15 hours can certainly eliminate an appealing alternative). In a document retrieval system this could be, say, the length of the document. Of course, instead of the price tag, the number of hits would appear next to each cluster group.
A few professional information systems have already made the first steps in this direction. EBSCO, ProQuest and CSA have tabs on the top of the screen showing the number of hits in the clusters by document type, nature of the journal (peer reviewed) which published the articles retrieved. More are needed, probably as a side bar.
Pertinence in the eye of the user
Minding your language I am fully aware of the fact that using the term "pertinence" in the title and many times in the body of the text will give less chance for this item to be retrieved in searching for articles about subjective relevance. "Relevance" is the overwhelmingly preferred term in English language databases -with or without a qualifier. Even though some argue that it is not the most appropriate word for the topical relatedness of the results to the query submitted by the user, we are stuck with it, as with "freshmen" which also includes "first year female students". One will find hundreds of articles in the archives of Wiley, Emerald, Elsevier and Springer using exclusively the word "relevance", and only a handful which use "pertinence". There is one major exception. The PASCAL database (and the bilingual English-French dictionaries) treat "relevance" the same as "pertinence", as Figure 3 shows. Of the more than 1800 records to which the term "relevance" is assigned as an English descriptor, 97 per cent also have "pertinence" as the French descriptor. I have never been fond of the English descriptors of PASCAL, let alone the many ill-chosen Spanish descriptors. It seems that the noble respect of the French for language is limited to their own. Title translation are also often very poor. In the above case the indexer should have recognized the French term "jeunes pousses" declared by the French government a few years ago as the one to be used instead of "start-up companies" to protect the French language -maybe under penalty of being drawn and quartered. As often happens when government meddles with such issues, it really failed. Although I do not read French, from the short abstract it was quite obvious that "Young Turks (or start up companies) devour information" would have been a much better title translation. Ironically, in this government-sponsored database the French descriptors include the term "start up" (but not the English descriptors). I would eat broccoli and young sprouts for a week to find out how could they get away with this.
As for equating pertinence with relevance, the practice must have caused some consternation for the indexers in such a case when both terms were used in the original title, as happened with an important English language article (Kemp, 1974) related to the topic. It was identified as French language article by the indexer, who did not assign either descriptor to the article record in either language, but misspelled the author affiliation twice in a row (see Figure 4) . While I am comfortable using the term "irrelevance", I shy away from using the antonym for pertinence, which would be "impertinence". While the original meaning of it used to be equal to non-pertinent, it has been overtaken by the meaning of rude, arrogant and disrespectful. Well, I do not mean to be impertinent with this column -I merely want to emphasise the importance of pertinence as subjective relevance, and Pertinence in the eye of the user emphasise that choosing the right subject terms in the context of the database remains as important as ever in finding objectively relevant records, and ranking them by their genuine relevance before showing the result to users for customising the results to become also pertinent, actionable and of direct utility for their information need.
